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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
In previous research artists have been identified and blamed as influential agents 
in causing gentrification, despite efforts made by artists and art organizations to offset 
gentrification.  Contrarily this paper uses historical analysis and qualitative data from 
interviews to examine the role of arts organizations whose mission involves challenging 
gentrification and related social issues. The findings demonstrate their potential for 
success as social movement organizations as defined by Stern & Seifert in their paper, 
Irrational Organizations. Further examination of their creative processes, relationships 
with partners and supporters, and their commitment to mobilization reveal that at their 
best these organizations are able to use art to prioritize their mission, maintain structure 
as a solid foundation for prioritizing the people it serves, and incorporate mobilization as 
a tool for advancing its efforts against gentrification and related social injustice in a 
manner that corresponds best with its capacity and its mission.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
The arts have played a significant role in changing communities, and as a result, 
for several years has been the subject of much conversation surrounding gentrification. 
The arts are considered a positive change agent, using methods such as creative place 
making, as a tool for cultivating healthier communities. Contrarily, the arts have also 
been accused of completely transforming the social context of neighborhoods, and 
influencing the displacement of long-time residents by causing gentrification. In this 
paper gentrification is defined as the gradual process of change in the social status, 
values, and character of a neighborhood as a result of an influx of a wealthier class of 
residents that displaces the neighborhood’s original or current inhabitants (Atkinson & 
Bridge, 2005 p. 4). Even as the arts have become a pawn in the gentrification process, 
there have been artists and groups who defend the role of the arts in broken communities 
and seek to protect these communities from gentrification. This paper explores the role of 
art organizations that mobilize against gentrification.  No current research in the Arts 
Administration field specifically addresses the role of these organizations. However, 
understanding their role can help artists and community arts groups find the answers to 
vital questions regarding the issue of combatting gentrification as it relates to artists and 
the communities they serve. Theoretically, the role of these organizations resembles 
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social movements as they appear to lack the acceptable and assumingly rational structure 
of governance and performance of a non-profit organization, and in some cases existing 
informally without any official incorporation. However, in regard to their activities and 
operations in their respective communities, this definition is only an extension of their 
role as art-based community development organizations. In this collaborative role as 
organization and social movement, these groups best serve their community in 
challenging gentrification when they do not abandon their role as artists but use art to 
prioritize their mission, when they do not over emphasize administrative performance but 
maintain a strong enough infrastructure to support relationship building and service to 
constituents, and when they integrate mobilization as a method for advancing  
community in a way that best fits their capacity as an organization and best serves its 
mission.  As a result, to better challenge gentrification, these groups must first challenge 
the effectiveness of their conceptual role as social movements, but with the support of a 
practical substructure.  
 
PROBLEM STATEMENT 
  
Since the early 1980s, artists have been widely considered as an influential cause 
of gentrification in urban communities (Cameron and Coaffee, 2005 pg.39-58). However, 
what has not been as observed or evaluated in the fields of urban planning or arts 
administration is the role of the artist in efforts to offset gentrification. As a result, the 
true intentions of artists and organizations helping to transform underdeveloped 
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communities often are misconstrued by the community they serve. The role of these 
artists and organizations is often under-observed, misdirected or left undefined by the 
field itself.  Moreover, far more research about the role of the arts in gentrification is 
explored in other fields, such as urban planning, than it is explored in arts administration. 
A better understanding of the historical and the current role of organized artists and 
organizations specifically counteracting gentrification and the social injustice that 
surrounds it will help substantiate the purpose of these groups in our field and promote 
dialogue and research regarding the long-term success for such artist and groups. For the 
purpose of this paper, when I use the word "role" it defines the manner, behavior, and 
attitude certain organizations demonstrate towards challenging gentrification as shown in 
the form of its activity, organization, and philosophy as established in its purpose or 
mission. While there is minimal research on the historical impact of arts groups in the 
past that have risen from anti-gentrification movements, something can be learned from 
the past and present in how to effectively approach the problem of gentrification, 
successfully organize artist-led efforts against gentrification, and promote the 
effectiveness of the artist, collective, or organizations involved.  
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RESEARCH METHODS 
 
 
The research for this paper is entirely qualitative in nature, intending to inform the 
reader of the role that selected organizations have assumed to offset gentrification and the 
social issues that surround it.  In this paper I explore three organizations that have either 
previously or currently organize, protest, or mobilize against gentrification.  I interviewed 
representatives from two organizations for this study, but the third organization is no 
longer operating so I did not interview a representative from that organization.  The 
information I derived about this organization for this research is from secondary sources, 
to help inform the current role of the two art organizations that I interviewed by 
analyzing them with a historical comparison.  I selected these organizations based on 
three factors. First, they are located and operate within, or in support of, gentrifying 
communities supposedly gentrified as a result of the arts. These communities include the 
Mission District in the San Francisco Bay area, the communities of Mantua, Mill Creek, 
Belmont, Powelton, and West Powelton in the West Philadelphia area, and the Lower 
Eastside neighborhood of NYC in the 1980s.  Second, the purpose statements of the 
selected organizations contain language in reference to existing to help offset 
gentrification and social issues affiliated with the threat of gentrification. Third, each of 
the selected organizations supports anti-gentrification action, although their artistic 
endeavors and methods for approaching the matter are distinct in terms of the programs 
and projects they produce.  For instance, the infrastructure of each organization varies 
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from mostly activist and informal to 501(c) (3) established. Likewise, each group has 
varying differences in values related to challenging gentrification including mobilization 
strategies, commitments to diversity, and approaches to building community. These 
varying factors helped me compare and identify the overall effectiveness of how these 
groups function.  The first organization is the band Brass Liberation Orchestra in San 
Francisco, the second group is the non-profit organization Spiral Q in Philadelphia, and 
the last organization, which no longer in operates, is the former non-profit and member 
based activist group Political Art Documentation/Distribution (PAD/D), founded in 
NYC.  
The reason I chose these organizations is because their existence is, or was, 
centered on offsetting gentrification and related social issues. Also, anti-gentrification 
organizations are very active in the cities each organization operates within, and resident 
displacement continues to be a major threat in growing and changing communities in 
each city. As a result, these groups are well informed about the issue of gentrification in 
their communities, and are actively engaged in efforts to challenge it. Because of the 
small scale of my research, the interviews are limited, and more comprehensive research 
is needed to offer a broader perspective and more inclusive explanation of the role of 
similar art groups in relation to organization size, locale, and other variables.  
Although I am discussing small, grassroots efforts there are few arts-related 
categories that these organized efforts fall into. In their effort to build a common 
vocabulary of arts-related terminology based on definitions conveyed in the arts, The 
Center for the Study of Art and Community derived at the term arts-based community 
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development: centered activity that contributes to the sustained advancement of human 
dignity, health and/or productivity within a community (Cleveland, 2002). Within the 
context of this definition are art-based programs and activities that educate its 
constituents, influence community mobilization, cultivate and encourage the people of a 
community, and build and improve the impact of a community. For the purpose of this 
paper, this definition serves as an influential guide in the development of my interview 
questions as well as my research questions. Cleveland’s definition of arts-based 
community is an appropriate definitive measure of the efforts of organized artists, as their 
activities do provide such contribution to their communities. 
While anti-gentrification movements of all sorts can take on any of these 
components, it can become more of a challenge for art movements that must focus their 
efforts not only on community involvement and enrichment, but also ensuring the role of 
an artist does not evolve into a more demanding role overpowering their artistic 
involvement. As Cleveland puts it “The most successful programs have been developed 
by artists making art, not artists doing something else.”  (Cleveland, 2002)  
The components of Cleveland’s definition of arts-based organization summarize 
several aspects of infrastructure and purpose for art-based groups that incorporate cultural 
regeneration into their mission. But it does not, nor intends to, provide a summary for 
organizations that primarily focus their art efforts on social justice, including issues 
related to challenging gentrification and resident displacement. This can be primarily due 
to the fact that these organizations usually are not, or at least do not begin as, an 
infrastructure, but rather as a mobilized effort or social movement composed of 
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community members. A Social Impact of the Arts (SIAP) report suggest another 
viewpoint with the term “irrational organizations” that describes community based arts 
organizations whose success cannot be measured from its organizational infrastructure, 
but rather by its demonstrated commitment to its vision and purpose. Therefore, “If arts 
organizations are more like social movements than like formal organizations, the criteria 
we use to judge sustainability need to reflect the different standards by which they are to 
be evaluated.” (Stern & Seifert 2000, pg. 12).  
Stern and Seifert elaborated on eight features originally derived from Identities, 
Grievances, and New Social Movements (Johnston, Larana, and Gusfield, 1994) as the 
components of modern social movements alongside their study of 50 art organizations in 
the Philadelphia region to test the validity of these features:  
1. There is no clear relationship to social class or economic function  
2. There is no connection to clear and overarching ideology  
3. They highlight a “new” or formerly weak dimension of identity  
4. The relationship of individual and collective is blurred  
5. They connect to a personal or intimate aspect of life  
6. They use radical mobilization tactics, related to breakdown in legitimacy of established 
parties, and segmented, diffuse, and decentralized organizations. (Stern & Seifert 2000, pg. 9). 
 Stern and Seifert’s review found that collectively the organizations they studied 
fell under the classification of each feature of modern day social movements, excluding 
the use of radical mobilization tactics and decentralization. However, with social issues 
such as gentrification continuing to rise, mobilization tactics is currently a common 
feature associated with these groups that are rarely perceived as radical and have become 
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a more strategic method incorporated in the organizations’ missions.  If the role of art 
organizations that exist to challenge gentrification and social injustice can be described 
under any of these features, it is easy to see why they are often underrepresented and 
unrecognized in the arts.  In their review, Stern & Seifert argue that a social movement is 
a better representation of many community art organizations than the traditional model of 
non-profit order. However, with respect to Cleveland’s definition, many of the 
organizations in this group function as art-based community development organizations 
and social movement organizations. Stern and Seifert mentioned that, viewed as 
organizations, these groups appear as failures due to fragile organizational structure 
regarding crises in planning, personnel, deficits, etc. They also imply that structure and 
longevity contribute to the definition of community art organizations that are not social 
movement organizations. However, many traditional and long-lived organizations 
currently face the same internal crises these organizations may face. Although none of 
them have been around for more than 20 years, the organizations in this paper have 
demonstrated, in some degree, organizational structure and longevity despite the 
components that deem their structure as being defined as irrational. Therefore, the 
overarching question in learning the role of these organizations is establishing whether 
they fall into the category of being a social movement organization, an art-based 
community organization, or a successful hybrid of both? This is important for 
determining how they best function and how to properly support them. 
With consideration to the above definitions, there are some additional questions I 
must consider. For one, do they prioritize creativity in organizing over administrative 
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order? I am asking this question to determine whether their art form plays a significant 
role in the functioning of these organizations and their success. It also addresses the 
question of whether artists are making art or doing something else, and whether or not 
that plays a role in the success of these groups.  My next question is do they prioritize 
people in achieving its goals? This question requires that I explore their relationship 
models with people in their communities outside of those directly involved in their group, 
and the levels of engagement between the groups and the communities they serve. In 
other words, do they exist in their role for their community, or are they self-serving? The 
final question is how do they mobilize? Do they rely on community support and 
relationship building to influence constituents to join them in their mission or are they 
independent in their goals, acting on behalf of the community rather than with it?  This 
question is proposed to determine the impact of building relationship on the success of 
this group, and whether any particular form of relationship has a greater impact on 
success. 
As a disclaimer, for the purpose of this paper, I am not studying the process of 
gentrification or displacement itself in certain neighborhoods. And, I am not studying the 
role of city officials, developers, residents, or independent artists outside of the role of 
those involved in the groups being studied. Other research needs to take place for 
exploring community views outside of an organization. Likewise, I am not collecting any 
significant quantitative data on gentrification or displacement. The data in this paper is 
entirely qualitative and solely focused on understanding the role artists’ play in 
challenging gentrification. 
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 My research consists of conclusions drawn from a three-step process. The first 
step was conducting interviews with a representative member from each organization.  
The second was using the interview data provided to present an overview of the finding 
for each group presented. Finally, the findings are used to inform the cited question to 
reach a conclusion about the role that art groups play in challenging gentrification. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
 
Defining Gentrification  
A derivative of the English word “gentry,” British sociologist Ruth Glass coined 
the term gentrification in 1964 in the following summary:  
“The current social status and values of such dwellings are frequently in inverse 
relation to their size, and in any case enormously inflated by comparisons with previous 
levels in their neighborhoods.  Once this process of ‘gentrification’ starts in a district, it 
goes on rapidly until all or most of the original working class occupiers are displaced, 
and the whole social character of the district is changed” (cited in Atkinson & Bridge, 
2005 p. 4).  
The significance of Glass’ original definition of gentrification is that displacement 
of a former class is not a separate occurrence but an inevitable component of the process. 
It indicates that the process of changing the social status of a neighborhood involves 
removing one group of people and replacing them with a different class, and in most 
cases, a different race. As defined, gentrification offers no evidence of mixed 
neighborhoods or diversification of residents as an end result. Its original definition also 
implies that residential community change is not gentrification unless displacement is 
involved. 
 
Gentrification in the U.S. 
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Gentrification is a progressive cycle of change that occurs in every neighborhood, 
town, and city at some given point in time, though it reoccurs more frequently in some 
than others, such as coastal cities like New York and San Francisco. Early gentrification 
movements in the U.S. were driven by social-class transitions. During most of the 
twentieth century, most major cities in the United States experienced inner-city decline as 
the wealthy and middle class income families fled the city for the suburbs. As a result, 
lower socioeconomic residents reoccupied neighborhoods in these cities. In the 1970s, 
urban life became popular again among artists and working professionals. By the turn of 
the last century, many inner cities were once again attractive. Therefore, the wealthy 
returned, changing the social character and value of neighborhoods, ultimately affecting 
rents, real estate prices, and low-income communities (Grant, Dec. 2011). However, this 
does not imply that all cities return to their former glory in the eyes of the wealthy. There 
are some cities, such as Camden, NJ, that has yet to be gentrified and appears to show no 
sign of development. Grant explains in his essay that the success of gentrification 
requires accretion.  This involves an accumulation of convenience, diversity, and vitality 
to attract people who in turn attract more people into a neighborhood. (Grant, Dec. 2011)  
In their research on the changing state of gentrification, Hackworth & Smith 
(2001) break down these movements into three waves. The relationships between art, 
culture, and gentrification can be found and demonstrated in each of the three waves as 
summarized in the following: 
The first wave began as “sporadic” gentrification, which existed prior to the 
economic recession at the height of 1973. Sporadic gentrification is described as being 
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isolated in small neighborhoods; primarily in the Northeastern parts of the USA and 
Western Europe, (Hackworth and Smith, 2001, pg. 466) under the argument that 
revitalization in central city neighbors would encourage urban equality (Hetzler, Medina, 
and Overfelt, 2010.)  Reinvesting in disinvested properties became a state led agenda 
funded through local and national governments in attempts to offset the decline of a 
private-market economy within inner cities (Hackwork and Smith, 2001 pg. 466). During 
this time disinvestment in major cities was still high; in New York in particular, landlord 
abandonment had reached its highest in numbers (Hackworth & Smith 2001, pg.466). It 
is likely that the first wave gentrification was quietly initiated by artists’ conception of an 
environment for the purpose of creating art (Cameron & Coaffee, 2005 p.46). Or in 
laymen terms, artist saw these blighted areas as a blank canvas with creative potential, 
thus, moving in and becoming the first gentrifying residents in the neighborhoods. 
 With support from the public sector, by the late 1970s developers were utilizing 
the economic downturn as an opportunity to consume large portions of cheap land 
(Hackworth and Smith, 2001, pg. 467).  As a result, the second wave of gentrification 
was set off by a real estate investment trend of monopolizing property in devalued 
neighborhoods. Local government effort was minimized, “prodding the private market 
rather than directly orchestrating gentrification” (Hackworth and Smith, 2001 p.466). In 
New York City, it was in the second wave that the presence of the arts began to play its 
most active role in residential gentrification, upon the economic upspring in artist-
plagued neighborhoods like SOHO, Tribeca, and The Lower Eastside (Hackworth & 
Smith, 2001 pg. 467). What took place in this wave is the commodification and 
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consumption of the artistic atmosphere created by artistic agents. Thus, the underlying 
catalyst for economic capital in gentrifying neighborhoods is the cultural capital that 
precedes it. Cameron & Coaffee portray the utilization of art, culture, and gentrification 
as public policy tools for physical and economic regeneration in disinvested cities (2005, 
p.46). As a result, the cities become attractive to outsiders who gradually moved in, 
beginning with more artist and bohemian profiles. In response, the displacement of 
poorer residents contributed to the rise in resistance, including anti-gentrification 
movements (Hackworth & Smith, 2001, p. 467).  
The recession in the late 1980s negatively impacted the flow of capital in 
gentrifying neighborhoods, appearing to set the gentrification process in reverse. 
However, following the recession the third wave came in quietly, as old gentrified 
neighborhoods continued to change, and the process began to spread to neighborhoods 
outside of the city’s center. This wave of gentrification involved large-scale capital 
projects. Large developers began to control gentrification efforts of entire neighborhoods, 
when before they would not enter into the process until a neighborhood had already been 
initially reworked (Hackworth and Smith, 2001, pg.468). The public sector was once 
again involved in the process as in the first stage, except more aggressively. With 
government assistance developers were supported in risky reinvestment endeavors 
outside of the city’s central. For example, in New York City the Koch Administration 
offered $30 million in city funds to assist major developers and investment bankers in the 
reinvestment of Queen West (Hackworth and Smith, 2001, pg. 472).  However, in 
response to the jeopardy of weakening its credit rating, the state supported private market 
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development with borrowed funds, a decision which was counteracted with aimed 
retention of middle class residents to increase tax revenue (Hackworth and Smith, 2001, 
pg. 470). The emphasis in the third phase also relates to the intensified role of public 
policy and revitalization, focusing on the public consumption of art through public art, 
physical landmarks, cultural facilities, and special arts related events (Cameron & 
Coaffee, 2005 p.46).  Once gentrification had reached this phase in any given area, there 
is very little room for prevention, and resistance seems too late. 
The Role of the Artist in causing Gentrification 
In the relationship to gentrification, the artist has many faces: first as a ‘hero’ 
figure, secondly as a ‘villain’, then as a government ‘pawn’, and finally as its own 
‘victim’. Activated by widespread foreclosures, and an increased number of available 
spaces, artists were lured by city officials and community groups to move into blighted 
communities with the bait of cheap rent and mortgages, and the promise of control over 
renovation projects.  
 In 1997, it was observed that artists enter blighted neighborhoods with three main 
objectives: the pursuit of cheap rent, to isolate themselves from other artists and draw in 
patrons, and for a sense of authentic and organic community amongst other ethnic groups 
(Sholette, 1997 p. 2-3). However, artists also understand their own self -importance in 
neighborhood transformation (Sholette, 1997 p. 3). As heroes, artists pave the way for 
revitalization, reclaiming neighborhoods from the troughs of crime and poverty. They 
also find ways for using art to bring residents together and improve the sense of 
community. Contrarily, these same artists are perceived as villains for supposedly 
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pushing out low-income residents by improving the cultural and economic value of the 
neighborhood, and causing division between former residents and the newcomers who 
dominate the environment by taking more advantage of the neighborhood’s new 
opportunities than the original residents chose to (Petruziello, 2010 p.13). Artists also are 
perceived as pawns, because while they are the ones responsible for a neighborhood’s 
facelift, urban developers eventually come in, steal the show, and revitalization becomes 
a matter of capital in the best interest of the developers and investors (Petuziello, 2010 
p.13).  
It has been argued in much of the literature on artists and gentrification including 
Peck (2005), and Antwi and Dean (2010), that Richard Florida’s creative class theory has 
had a widespread influence on local revitalization efforts in both small and major cities. 
Richard Florida defines the creative class as individuals who engage in “complex 
problem solving that involves a great deal of independent judgment and requires high 
levels of education or human capital” (Florida, 2002 p.8). In his book, Florida prioritizes 
the interests of this particular group of people, and insists that if cities are going to 
experience any major economic and growth or turnaround, they must cater their offerings 
to these classes of creative individuals.  
One major theme in Antwi and Dean’s paper “Unfixings of a City” is that mayors 
and local governments borrow Florida’s the idea that fixing a city or neighborhood 
requires reclaiming power from the indefinable group of people that already live there 
and transferring those rights to a more desirable group of creative individuals. Ideally, it 
is intended that these “undesirable” residents be replaced so that the city can function 
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more productively in capital and culture. This “displace and replace” philosophy derives 
from the impression that resident displacement is the best solution for rescuing a city 
from poverty and social marginalization (Antwi and Dean 2010, p.20). In this way, 
revitalization is not so much for the people that live there, but a rescue effort to take the 
city from them. 
In summary, artists seek out less expensive developing neighborhoods because 
they typically have low incomes, but their creativity allows them to “fix up” their 
surroundings (Roney, 2007). Eventually the artist falls victim to his “fixings,” and is 
pushed out of the neighborhood he or she helped transform by those from the “super-
creative core” (Florida, 2002 pg.69). Although most literature on this phenomenon refers 
to New York City and other east coast cities, this cycle occurs in all major cities. One San 
Francisco observer notes that the city, “is changing too fast for its bohemian inhabitants 
to keep pace, many of them don’t expect to be living here many more years, and some 
have already left” (Solnit, 2001). 
 
The Role of Arts Organizations and Organized Artists in causing gentrification 
Contrary to gentrification, neither revitalization nor regeneration requires 
displacement although both can greatly influence it. Community revitalization through 
the arts is a fairly new concept that has been formulated under several aliases. Culture-
based revitalization, cultural community development, community cultural development, 
art-based community development, creative community building, community-based arts, 
cultural democracy, cultural regeneration and others are definitions used to summarize 
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the merged relationship of cultural and community development networks (Crane, 
2011pg. 2). By itself (economic) regeneration is defined in political science and 
economics as: 
“A comprehensive and integrated vision and action which leads to the resolution 
of urban problems and which seeks to bring about a lasting improvement in the 
economic, physical, social and environmental condition of an area that has been subject 
to change”. (Roberts, 2000 p.17) 
Roberts points out that this definition is different from urban renewal, 
development, or revitalization in that it implies achieving a strategic and long-term 
purpose in a number of stages or phases through which change is in effect. This 
explanation may also imply that offsetting gentrification, if planned effectively, can be 
strategized as a goal with a regenerative approach. 
In the late 90’s the concept of cultural regeneration became prominent in urban 
economy literature and continues to remain a relevant concept in developing cities 
partaking in the “creative city” approach throughout the nation, and now the world. 
Unlike regeneration, Basset distinguishes cultural regeneration in her paper “Urban 
cultural strategies and urban regeneration: a case study and critique” in that:    
“Cultural regeneration is more concerned with themes such as community self-
development and self-expression. Economic regeneration is more concerned with growth 
and property development and finds expression in prestige projects and place marketing. 
The latter does not necessarily contribute to the former.” (Cited in Evans 2005, p. 960) 
Organized artists often favor and are less likely to protest cultural regeneration over 
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regeneration, especially in the case that the cultural characteristics of a neighborhood are 
preserved especially for the characters that inhabit it. 
In the paper Measure for Measure: Evaluating the Evidence of Culture's 
Contribution to Regeneration, Evans describes three different ways that culture is 
incorporated into the processes of regeneration.   The term culture-led regeneration 
applies when cultural activity functions as a catalyst for renewal and also operates as a 
vital instrument for bringing about what is necessary for change and movement (Evans, 
2005, pg.969). Aside from culture-led regeneration is cultural regeneration, in which 
cultural activity functions as an integrated piece in a bigger picture alongside other 
activities within the scope of economic renewal (Evans, 2005, pg.969). An example of 
this would be the role of the Frankford Ave. arts corridor within Philadelphia’s 
Kensington neighborhood.  Lastly and most dominant is culture and regeneration, a 
model which implies that cultural activity is not fully integrated at the strategic or 
planning levels of development because, as stated, “the responsibilities for cultural 
provision and for regeneration sit within different departments or because there is no 
champion” (Evans 2005, p. 969). This model represents most of the small contributions 
of art programs, projects, and the beginning of regeneration agendas set by art-based 
community organizations such as the efforts of NEA’s Our Town participants. 
Both revitalization and regeneration can be viewed as either a foundation for anti-
gentrification efforts, or as a stumbling block. While artist took most of the heat for 
gentrification in earlier decades, more recently the arts as a whole has been under attack, 
as a result of creative class movements and growing arts districts in urban environments.  
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However, the arts have also been credited as a vehicle of economic and cultural 
revitalization in that:  
“The role of art and creativity has been documented as a necessary vehicle for 
urban regeneration, often used within a broader process of aestheticizing space to attract 
particular forms of capital and culture” (cited by Morgan and Idriss, 2011). 
As the arts continue to play a necessary role in urban and cultural redevelopment, 
changing communities need organized artist groups or other community groups endorsed 
by the arts who will take responsibility not only for the cultural and economic impact on 
an environment, but also for the preservation of the people and values within the context 
of the environment. This would encourage neighborhood revival while also preventing 
the displacement of long-term residents. It is important for the entire arts sector to 
understand the underlying role it plays in urban regeneration in both public and private 
organizations alike, and that some establishments must exist specifically to inspire, build, 
reinvigorate, and protect its neighbors. 
Besides the artist, there are many relevant parties involved in the gentrification 
process. This includes corporate developers, the government, and then of course 
community development groups and other grassroots groups within the neighborhood. 
The characteristics of prevention groups vary, and as for art-based prevention groups it is 
important to understand who they are, how they vary, what are their individual roles, and 
how must they effectively operate interdependently between each other and other parties 
involved. 
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Contrary to their role as villains, even developers play an important part in 
preventing displacement in efforts such as buying and building low income housing and 
keeping it affordable and committed to residents and artists from the community 
(Markusen and Gadwa, 2010). In Philadelphia, PA the New Kensington Community 
Development Corporation developed a $7.5 million dollar project to create a combination 
of low-income living and artist live/work space in the East Kensington section of 
Philadelphia. Coral Street Arts House is one of many housing projects that have 
developed as a result of the role of the arts in the neighborhood. Such efforts are 
significant, as formal interventions such as public assisted programs are losing support, 
and the informal private market is become more fragmented (Newman and Wyly, 2006 
pg.51).  
In some cases, arts organizations have already assumed or assisted in this role.  
This is the case at a Houston arts organization called Project Row House (PRH), who 
created Row House Community Development Corporation (RHCDC). The role of 
RHCDC is to supplement the organization’s community arts programming and its 
revitalization of Houston’s predominately African community, Third Ward, TX. The 
Third Ward currently faces threats of gentrification that has already happened in 
surrounding communities such as the Fourth Ward. The creation of RHCDC is only one 
response to this growing threat.   
Furthermore, Petruziello presumes that to play a stronger role in preventing 
gentrification, arts organizations must develop an understanding of a community and 
create a genuine dialogue with those who the place belongs to. He encourages 
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organizations to remain “who they are,” but to keep this dialogue open (Petruziello, 2010 
p.147). However, this approach can be problematic if the key players behind an anti-
gentrification organization either come from outside the community or attract supporters 
who are unable to directly relate to the needs of the community.  
In Shaw & Sullivan’s study of racial exclusions caused by the arts in Portland’s 
Alberta Arts District, the question is raised as to why newer “white” residents dominate 
the districts’ Last Thursdays events in a predominately African American neighborhood. 
They conclude that, “ the arts-anchored symbolic economy results in racial exclusions 
that have little to do with differences in arts appreciation, but much to do with 
perceptions of people associated with the arts, and with residents’ abilities to use the arts 
to identify with neighborhood changes” (Shaw & Sullivan, 2011, p.241).  
Although the desirable result in regeneration is some form of diversification, 
eventually, one side dominates, and in most cases it is whoever sides the most with the 
identity of the organization. This evidence demonstrates the versatile roles a group can 
take on, and possible consequences that may be associated with them.  Therefore, some 
of the interview questions in my study pertain to the role and identity of organizations in 
alignment to their mission and the identity of the communities they serve. An important 
aspect of this relationship between organization and community is self-determination. In 
psychology self-determination is defined as “roughly, internally controlling one's 
behavior, acting on the basis of personal beliefs and values rather than on the basis of 
social norms or group pressures,” and some experts in the field of psychology regard it as 
“an integral component of the optimal functioning of a person” (The Penguin Dictionary 
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of Psychology, 2009). It is also defined from a political standpoint as a principle in which 
“the parties are left to define their issues and reach their own agreement voluntarily and 
without undue influence” (Gale Encyclopedia of American Law, 2010).  In relation to the 
issue of gentrification, both of these definitions denote that self-determination is the 
manner in which a person or community of people control their own lives and shape their 
own community without any force, pressure or influence from outside of the community. 
In the case of Alberta Arts District, an African American community already seeing a 
shift in the makeup of its residents, the arts events implied change not in the form of 
community building but a cultural shock of ideas and beliefs impeding upon those which 
they have either already established for themselves or would like to partake in creating. 
As a result, their lack of participation was not due to disinterest in the arts themselves, but 
rather a disassociation from what was taking place (likely from assumptions that certain 
art forms belong to other classes and races than their own) and a distaste of events that 
had been determined without them. Therefore, regeneration efforts that leave out self-
determination helps motivate the displacement aspect of gentrification.  
While organized artists have not demonstrated in their efforts that they can 
prevent gentrification from happening altogether, they have demonstrated they can help 
regulate the impact of gentrification in strong communities, and protect its neighbors. 
Understanding this role will not only centralize the efforts of such groups, but will also 
keep other community arts establishments who support the anti-gentrification agenda 
from being driven away from their own mission if it is not within the context of 
protecting the community from gentrification. In this manner, both anti-gentrification and 
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community revitalization efforts in the arts go hand and hand. Together, but in the 
context of their own mission, arts organizations can create community-building efforts 
that offset the gentrifying role of the artist into a protective role for both the sake of the 
arts and the community.  
Some community and city re-development efforts, in most cases influenced by 
Richard Florida’s creative class theory, have required gentrification to successfully 
restore cities that have been wasted and deprived of community prior to such efforts. On 
the contrary, the same approach has been considered towards developed communities 
with a history of social issues that have been largely ignored. In this case, when 
gentrification displaces not just artists but a whole community of people, it may require 
more sensitivity and support from anti-gentrification movements.  It may also be 
important to determine if gentrification is really something people can control, and if so, 
who and how? It is not unlikely to find that gentrification can mean different things to the 
different parties involved including artist and art organizations. 
 
A Historical Picture of Art against Gentrification: The Real Estate Show & PAD/D 
In 1980, a committee of 35 NY artists, known as the Committee for the Real 
Estate Show (CRES), gathered for several weeks to plan a new year’s exhibit that 
explored the way money controlled where and how people live in NY (Weichselbaum, 
1980), especially under the pressure of the gentrification just beginning at that time. In a 
letter to Skyline, an architecture publication, artist Peter Fend outlines the message of the 
exhibit purposed to send to its supporters and the Lower East Village community: 
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“Artists organized in the Real Estate Show want the community as a group to be 
aware of what has happened to them and what has been planned by others for them. They 
want the community to see visions of their future, to have a say in what actually occurs, 
to help each other in realizing a future far better than what only certain bureaucracies 
have been able to build in recent years.” (Moore and Miller, 1985)  
The artists not only transformed an abandoned Lower East Side street storefront, 
but would also change the role of organized artists amidst gentrification altogether at a 
time where artists were beginning to take the heat as the cause for the problem of 
gentrification in NYC. The storefront had originally been requested by the group to rent 
from the Department of Housing Preservation and Development.  After a year of 
unsuccessfully campaigning for the building, their request was denied, and the artists 
proceeded to use the space without their permission. On January 1, 1980 the show was 
open to the public, but on January 2nd the store was padlocked with the artists’ work 
locked inside.   At the end of the ordeal the artists ended up compromising and utilizing 
an alternative, smaller, location for the show. However, their role against gentrification in 
the Lower Eastside was just beginning. Peter Moennig stated in The Real Estate Show 
Continues, “A strong idea has many faces. The fact that a bureaucracy without fantasy 
stopped the show only improved its flexibility to elude useless confrontations, to 
elaborate new strategies. The Real Estate Show continues…” (Moennig, 1980). Although 
the actual exhibition was interrupted, the efforts of artist against gentrification did 
continue in other forms.  Shortly after the Real Estate Show, another collective was 
formed originally known as Political Art Documentation (PAD) and later as PAD/D, with 
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the new “d” standing for distribution; creating and distributing artwork to create 
awareness (Sholette, 2001).  According to the Museum of Modern Art, The Political Art 
Documentation/Distribution (PAD/D) collective was established in 1980 with the mission 
to “provide artists with an organized relationship to society, to demonstrate the political 
effectiveness of image making, and to provide a framework within which progressive 
artists can discuss and develop alternatives to the mainstream art system” (MoMA, 2013).  
In its 1
st
 Issue publication it revealed that that the goals of its mission included building 
an international artist network fueled by political energies and self-determination of the 
disenfranchised (Sholette 2001 pg. 3).  
 Like most groups organized around social and political issues, PAD/D did not 
exist specifically to counteract gentrification, but as the issue of gentrification caused 
residence and artist displacement in the Lower East Village the artists of PAD/D radically 
responded with a project similar to the Real Estate Show, The Not for Sale Project 
exhibits. While documenting artist work was the foundation for its mission, its collective 
art projects, including the Not for Sale Project, provided more short lived public 
performance protests as oppose to simply distributed artwork and exhibitions. These 
projects played a key role in PAD/D’s mobilization efforts. According to its statement of 
purpose, PAD/D created an Anti-gentrification Subcommittee for this purpose with the 
intentions of accomplishing the following: 
• Supporting the actions of local group efforts to stabilize the Lower East 
Side and to fight gentrification. 
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• Preventing the influx of middle-class people into the neighborhood, 
deeming such as a destabilizing force that causes displacement of low-income and 
working class families. 
• Engaging local artists as allies for the community, as oppose to remaining 
a significant part of the destabilizing group (it mentions that 15 new art galleries opened 
in the Lower Eastside that year) and pawns courted by real estate forces (PAD/D, 1983).   
The tactics used to support these goals in every project or organized effort 
included continuing “consciousness-raising” dialogue with artists, providing ways for 
artist to build ties into the neighborhoods, and including voter registration in their 
projects to encourage voter rights as a tool for combatting social issues. It also relied on 
its Upfront publication, subcommittee meetings, and Second Sunday series meetings 
around sociopolitical issues as a means to engage its members and community of 
supporters (Morgan, 2014).    
Based on the available history, PAD/D had no ties to particular political parties or 
ideologies.  Its leadership was described as democratic and nonhierarchical, in that no 
particular persons dominated the efforts of the group (Morgan 2014).  Moreover, the 
structure of PAD/D began as three working groups in the areas of public relations 
(outreach), archiving, and exhibitions. Later this structure was expanded to include a 
steering committee made up of one person from each of the three working groups. When 
its concern for fundraising grew the organization also filed for 501(c) (3) status to 
provide tax deductions for contributions and attract grants (Sholette 2001, pg. 6). As the 
organization began to traditionalize its administrative structure it also altered its open 
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membership policy to include only individuals committed to the group by their 
involvement in a project or work group. This was in response to newcomers who 
sidetracked members away from the organization’s objectives (Sholette 2001, pg. 5).  
In a 2009 interview with C_M_L, Gregory Sholette, a founder of PAD/D, 
described the collective as a self-institutionalized group that “could not sustain the 
multiple levels of activity it had imposed on itself” (January 2009).  These activities 
included programs, networking and its publications, but its most prominent activity was 
its goal to establish a separate means of display and distribution apart from museums and 
galleries in order to “reconstruct the entire corrupted world of bourgeois art” (Sholette 
2001, pg. 3) In the C_M_L article Sholette also contributes a preoccupation of member’s 
interest in achieving this goal as a causing factor to its end (January 2009). This idea of 
abandoning its archiving agenda for action activities as a causing factor in its demise is 
recurrent in a 2014 article about the history of the organization, which stated that upon 
the organization’s dismantling in 1990 its archive was donated to The Museum of 
Modern Art (Morgan, 2014). Despite the causes of its dismantling, Gregory Sholette 
commended the organization for “outperforming more traditionally structured and better 
funded cultural organizations” (Sholette 2001pg. 4).  One of its successes was organizing 
artists, a group Sholette described as “antagonistic to administrative rules”, which is 
contributed to the experience that at least two-thirds of its early members had with other 
cultural organizations such as MoMA and Art Workers Coalition (Sholette 2001 Pg. 4).  
The organization also experienced fundraising success in the form of donations from 
artists, the collection of dues, and benefit events. (Sholette 2001 Pg. 5). However, even 
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after achieving non-profit status it had failed to attract substantial grant money. Its first 
modest grant from the NEA was revoked, which Sholette implies to as a result of an early 
onset of the politically driven culture wars of the 1990s. (Sholette 2001 Pg. 6).  
A comprehensive collection of its documented art is currently harbored in the 
Museum of Modern Art Library. Its efforts can also be found in several of PAD/D’s First 
Issue/Upfront publications, which I accessed online at www.darkmatterarchives.com, 
July 13, 2014.   
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 FINDINGS AND EVIDENCE 
 
The literature available on PAD/D provides an historical overview of the role of 
one particular art group plays against gentrification. [AWZ1] It serves as vital guide for this 
paper, as its organizational structure, its mission, beliefs, activities and its mobilization 
activities mimic features of the organizations interviewed for this paper. From PAD/D’s 
progressive history through the 80’s, I learned that there are still strong similarities 
between earlier anti-gentrification groups in the arts, and modern groups. Furthermore, 
the progression of the group prompted several concerns that if addressed could contribute 
to better success for current organizations. One of these concerns is the obvious 
disconnect of member’s interests in developing a larger cultural network and the 
distribution aspect of the organization with its archivist mission.  Others are the 
organization’s inability to sustain its organizational structure with membership growth, 
and the dissolved inclusiveness of its membership which appears to shut-out certain 
members in its art community. Before I further dissect these concerns in a later section, 
the following is a more current picture of the artist’s role in challenging gentrification. 
The following summaries derived are from one-on-one interviews with leaders from the 
Brass Liberation Orchestra and Spiral Q.    
 
Brass Liberation Orchestra 
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Based out of the San Francisco/Oakland area, Brass Liberation Orchestra is a 
band and non-profit grassroots organization that plays in support of political causes 
particularly pertaining to social justice. According to its website, its two political 
priorities are gentrification and immigration rights. Its gentrification statement states: 
“One of the highest political priorities for Brass Liberation is fighting the displacement 
caused by gentrification. We believe that everyone has a right to a stable home and that 
low-cost housing and small businesses should be protected from the boom and bust 
cycles of the real estate market.” Brass Liberation commits to furthering the efforts of a 
group of local organizations who strategize in rent control and tenant protections, 
planning and land-use policy that prioritizes low-income housing over market-rate 
development, and halting development projects that are likely to promote gentrification, 
and combatting specific evictions of long-term tenants by prioritizing playing at their 
events. The group describes it organization structure as using “a modified consensus 
process to make decisions within the band. We strive to create a supportive environment 
where we can all develop skills and leadership and take on the various tasks necessary to 
keep the band going” (www.brassliberation.org).  An interview with a member of Brass 
Liberation provided further important data pertaining to the organization. 
Brass Liberation has been actively playing as a band since the 2002 anti-war 
movement. The band is run by volunteers, which currently consist of approximately 20-
23 regularly active members, a number which normally fluctuates. In the past 11 years 
the numbers have fluctuated on average between 5 – 25 individuals. These active 
members also share responsibility, at varying degrees, for the operational and 
32 
 
 
administrative activities that take place within the organization. The band does not 
require the same commitment from everyone, but instead welcomes members to put in as 
much work as they can. Decisions are voted on to a consensus; any member, no matter 
how often or not they come; if they want to block a vote or action they can do so. There 
are not any key persons who run the band, which focuses on trying to work for an 
agreement with all the members. There are a number of different committees that people 
can sign up for, and they do various different works on that end including new member 
recruit, fund collection or making contact with activist organizations. However, the 
existence of the band has been threatened by the members’ level of involvement. Before 
the popularity of the Occupy Wall Street movement, there had been times when there 
were not many regular supporters, and it raised questions internally about whether the 
band would last. The occupy movement brought in more people, and currently the group 
is larger than it usually has been in its history.  
 As far internal indicators of success, success is measured informally by band 
growth and involvement of its members, a large or continuous number of commitments 
that support organizations whose efforts align with the band’s own mission and values, 
and when a cause or action supported by the band ends successfully or wins. 
There are moments when they experience a lot of losses, but successes through music and 
the organization serve as a vehicle of motivation for the band. 
  When accepting gigs to consider the organization prioritizes those that contribute 
most to its political priorities. In regards to community engagement, it was reported that 
several members do live or have lived in the Mission district. The group generally plays 
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for communities who are trying to protect their spaces, whether a neighborhood 
movement or cultural space such as Mural Alley.  Since most of the occupy movement in 
the Bay Area was about gentrification, Brass Liberation organized with communities for 
"anti-cultural" actions and continues to play for communities and actions in line with 
those principles. 
Brass Liberation’s role in education and informing its constituents directly is not 
its strongest or most aggressive effort as a band. It plays a more supportive role to 
organizations that perhaps have the resources and research available to do so more 
effectively. However, the organization does use its website as an educational platform by 
including background information about gentrification and displacement in the politics 
section of its website, which outlines it political priorities.   
While Brass Liberation does not coordinate its own mobilization efforts, it 
contributes towards the efforts of its partner organizations as it relates to organizing 
actions and performing at such organized events. Music is described as the primary tool 
Brass Liberation uses to create inspiration in its community, although the group also has 
dancers, and visual artists contributing to their actions through poster making.  However, 
music is primarily sustains the movement and maintains interest in times when there is 
little program–or not much is happening. Music also helps the band mobilize in special 
protests by getting people to respond to protesting as not just a boring or tiring act but for 
it to be a joyful expression.   
 While individual band members are professional performers, the band itself is 
committed to not being any kind of professional band.  In so far that they do not usually 
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accept money for concerts unless it is going to some special cause. The group is basically 
all volunteers and the members are not paid for performing with the band. Likewise, the 
band does not compete with its members or other professional artists who make music to 
make a living.  Most of the musicians are also union organizers or other kind of activists 
who have contacts with various different kinds of organizations, which is generally how 
the band markets itself and acquires its gigs.  
Individuals from various cultures and backgrounds, including several people of 
color, helped start the band. The group was originally founded with a strong 
commitment[G2] [AWZ3]to maintaining diverse membership, which started to fail within the 
first couple of years, despite efforts to actively promote diverse membership in terms of 
gender, race, ethnicity, and age. As a result, majority of its members are white. The band 
is slowly becoming more diverse as it continues to play in a lot of different communities 
including Latino communities, student communities, and all communities that are 
working against gentrification in the bay area. The band reportedly does not support 
groups, like military communities, which are not aligned with its goals.  In terms of 
repertoire, the Brass Liberation relies on its diverse expertise including music from New 
Orleans and African American line music, and Balkan music to be able to communicate 
through music to a lot of different communities. To build  new audiences or get 
constituents to develop a better understanding of the band, the group relies on basic 
contact formats including connecting with business cards and taking the time to 
communicate their purpose when approached at actions or protests. There seems to be a 
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hands-off approach in marketing itself, allowing its art form to do much of the marketing 
for the band.  
 Partnerships include but are not limited to labor unions, student organizations, and 
other anti-gentrification groups.  The band works through weekly issues with these 
groups. Unlike traditional performing art organizations Brass Liberation’s relationship 
with outside groups are informal in that they determine a working relationship based 
solely on experience apart from any long-term capital or social gain. Working 
relationships are vastly informal because they are based around events. The band has 
mobilized at events where members felt it did not fit and has played at events where the 
band was not well appreciated, but it did not have formal or long-term working 
relationships with those institutions. Generally, those relationships had not developed 
long enough to fail, they simply ended. The element of formal or contractual agreements 
is also absent from its partnerships and commitments, which is described as an advantage 
in it partnerships. Since the organization just shows up to play without further 
requirements, it is less difficult for things not to work out. 
 Likewise, Brass Liberation does not have any official ties to political or 
government sources or funding. In fact, as of August, 2014 the group is not registered as 
a 501(c) 3 non-profit and does not have a board of directors. Its fundraising model is 
likely a result of its informality and may also be reflective of its attention to creative 
freedom as a band. The group has actually received grants in the past, but generally, its 
funds are raised from busking on the street. The band did get a grant from the Haas 
Foundation to study Balkan Music a few years ago, but it was exclusively for that 
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particular learning opportunity.  Brass Liberation Orchestra does require funding for a 
few various things such as to tour festivals, new instruments, or raising money for a 
cause. However, because of its loose infrastructure, the group basically requires no 
outside funding or support to operate. The rehearsal space they use is available to them at 
no cost because of a member’s involvement as a community organizer.  While Brass 
Liberation does not require business or fund development departments, the band does 
have a formal bank account for managing the little monies in its possession from its 
grassroots fundraising.  
  When asked if any funding opportunities may have derailed its success the answer 
was a suggestive but not a definite no. The band would not accept a grant that prevented 
it from keeping its mission because it would prevent them from pursuing more radical 
and political goals. However, aside from busking, most its funds are raised from union 
and activist organizations, and individuals.   
 As described earlier, self-determination can be defined as the process by which a 
person or a community of people control their own lives, make their own decisions, and 
shape their own communities without undue influence.  When asked about Brass 
Liberation’s stance on self-determination in its efforts the interviewee was not confident 
replying to the question, stating that the language of self-determination had not been 
discussed in depth within the group. 
 This indicates that the concept of self-determination instilled in many activist and 
anti-gentrification groups as previously suggested is not heavily, if at all embedded in the 
philosophy of the organization. Lastly, when asked if they were an organization or a 
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social movement the response was both, and that Brass Liberation is part of a much larger 
social movement of groups that uses music to mobilize political spaces.  
  
 Spiral Q  
  
 Spiral Q, formerly referred to as Spiral Q Puppet Theatre, was established in 
1996. It describes itself and mission as a “community of creative who participate in 
iterative process to build strong and equitable communities characterized by creativity, 
joy, can-do attitudes, and the courage to act on their convictions.” 
 As of June 30, 2014 its website also stated that through the use of reclaimed and 
recycled materials, the organizations uses parades, props, puppets, and print art to "build 
an urban arts democracy rooted in principles of accessibility, inclusion, self-
determination, collaboration, sustainability, and lifelong learning" in the communities it 
serves. Its constituents vary in that "Spiral Q works with people of all ages and 
backgrounds to tell their stories – from the hyper political to the politically personal – 
ultimately helping build their capacity to be agents of change".   
  The mission of the organization can be broken down into four important 
elements. The first being community engagement projects that promote diverse 
community and collaboration including street parades, giant puppet pageants, and cultural 
festivals. The director of the organization reported that a large amount of the 
organization's work has shifted primarily towards helping groups facilitate healthy 
dialogue in their communities, and promotes the concept of self-determination amongst 
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its neighbors and constituents, permitting everyone the right to stand up and speak for 
themselves.  Spiral Q supports people seeking help and tries to make very ethical and 
responsible decisions within the organization that may affect the people it serves, like 
being smart about partnerships. SQ also has a very active model by working on the 
ground in the community to bring groups together for festivals, parades, and to have 
community dialogue about what is important. It also forges coalitions and help groups 
work more cooperatively in neighborhoods. 
 The second element is education programs in partnership with local schools in the 
Philadelphia region, primarily programs in schools where there is not access to art 
education. SQ has been working in schools for the last 10 years and has worked with 1% 
of the kids in the whole district, despite its small-scale operations. 
The third element is community organizing, in which Spiral Q helps groups with 
their social agendas or activist movements in a way that allows them to creatively 
advance their causes.  When discussing its role against gentrification, like the Brass 
Liberation Orchestra, Spiral Q has a rather indirect approach in that it does not "organize" 
around gentrification but if asked, Spiral Q will offer a group assistance to help them for 
their own rallies to challenge or assert gentrification. However, the organization's director 
does not seem to perceive it as having a role specifically against gentrification or being 
an anti-gentrification organization, referring to the term as a part of their constituents’ 
language but is not their own language. 
While they are not organizing around capital "G" gentrification, they do involve 
themselves with the concerns of community members who worry about developers 
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putting a mall in their community or trying to remove them from the neighborhood. Their 
role against gentrification is targeted towards specific events that have happened in the 
neighborhoods of the community groups that reach out to them for assistance. A part of 
Spiral Q’s role in the process is asking questions to help people understand whether there 
community is being gentrified or simply improving. Likewise, Spiral Q's engagement 
around development has been historically requested of support from organizers who are 
trying to tackle a very specific issue that has risen in their neighborhood and their 
community. With consideration to the rapid change in Philadelphia because of 
gentrification, Spiral Q also plays a role by simply being in the community and building 
community capacity to engage positively, productively, and effectively in determining its 
future. In this light, to them it is less about gentrification resistant and more about asking 
how they can work with communities to help them gain a greater capacity to be 
productive and self-determined.    It is apparent that people generally like the good things 
that happen to their neighborhood when gentrification happens, but would like to see 
those transformations happen without them having to leave. In this sense, self-
determination plays a vital role to Spiral Q.  
Despite not directly challenging gentrification, Spiral Q has strategically made 
attempts in the past to avoid being an arts pawn. For 12 years the organization had 
existed on 31st and Spring Garden, in West Philadelphia, an area already on the brink of 
gentrification due to development by local universities.  When the organization's director 
decided it was time for them to move, there had been a lot of very affordable 
opportunities in neighborhoods in northeast Philly that the director of the organization 
40 
 
 
chose not to be a part of. During our July, 1, 2014 interview in Spiral Q’s Philadelphia 
office, the executive director of ten years described her decision to not move into those 
neighborhoods:  
 "I looked at those opportunities and my concern was whether we were going to be 
used as a strategy to bring arts into a neighborhood and be part of a first wave. Perhaps I 
made a mistake in not taking those opportunities, had I done so and occupied a whole 
space we may have been able to play a role in what that development looked like by 
being in the neighborhood and helping longtime residents become more rooted. However, 
I was very intentional in not taking the opportunity to move the organization into those 
places where it was very clear there was an intentional strategy to evolve the 
neighborhood in ways I did not feel was actually knocking on people's doors and asking 
would you like your neighborhood to change or how would you like your neighborhood 
to change. The people who were inviting us to be a part of those opportunities would 
have been the people not asking for that dialogue. That is a huge reason why I was 
concerned about where to go and what is the fabric in which that sets."  
 The next important factor in the organization's role and attitude towards 
gentrification is the community it serves. SQ has done work throughout Philadelphia.  It 
engages some national projects, but the vast majorities are in Philadelphia. Most of those 
are in low income neighborhoods, serving almost entirely people of color. For the next 
three years the organization will strategically focus on serving the communities 
surrounding their facility on 41st and Haverford: Mill Creek, Belmont, Powelton and 
West Powelton. Serving these particular neighborhoods is new for SQ and come with 
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several challenges including a misinterpreted understanding of the organization and its 
mission. The executive director described Spiral Q’s struggle communicating its mission 
to its community: 
 "I don't think they have a great understanding of us because we have not been 
working in this community. The people in Powelton know us to a certain extent because 
we were previously located over there and we have been working at Powel for so long. 
One of the struggles we face is when people see us in the schools they think we are those 
artists who do puppets with kids, which is part of the reason why we needed to drop 
puppet from our name. They do not understand when I say hey, can I help facilitate some 
dialogue in your meetings? Can I help share some practices for perhaps a more inclusive 
way to have conversation in the community meetings you do? And they respond why 
would you do that, you make puppets with kids? And my response is no, we exist to 
communicate complicated community dialogue in really dynamic settings." 
 If Spiral Q is more than just a theatre that does puppets with kids, then clarity 
surrounding the role of the arts in its mission is important. In a culture that primarily sees 
and promotes the idea of art for art's as sake, or art as a means, or art as the ends, Spiral 
Q's director recognizes art as life. Likewise, it is seen as an artistic expression and an 
equivalent to free expression. Rather than simply perceiving art as a means of expressing 
the self, the act of practicing as an artist is an act of free expression. Their artistic process 
is centered on asking questions, then to pursue those answers through various creative 
processes, and take all that is discovered through that creative process and share it 
publically. Then the artist is performing, exhibiting, or literally singing their answers. In 
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theory, the act of sharing artistic work is like the act of publishing findings. Unlike a 
traditional performing arts organization whose mission is  centered around their particular 
art form as a vehicle of expression and to promote audience dialogue, Spiral Q is mostly 
concerned with the dialogue itself as a vehicle for building healthy community, in which 
art does not appear to be in the center of such dialogue, but rather revolves around it. The 
product is not the art form but the dialogue. This approach is not only unorthodox, but 
widely unheard of outside of the context of cultural community engagement. In 
comparison to popular forms of performing arts organization and institutions, Spiral Q 
has been called into question as to whether it is even artistic. What is defined as art 
frequently is defined in such ways that it inherently becomes a luxury or the domain of a 
certain class or institution, as a result there are critics who say that Spiral Q’s art is not art 
or its theater is not art.  
 The fourth element of the organization's mission is leadership development, in 
which Spiral Q provides training towards community engagement through internships for 
college and high school youth as well as training in its peers to promote inclusive 
practices and community engagement strategies in communities, workplace and the 
classroom.  A demonstrated example of this can be seen in how the organization relates 
in partnership with other groups: 
 "We have a partner who we have worked with every year for 10-12 yrs. Last year 
we did a program at one of their sites where there was tiny enrollment and different 
opinions of the program from the lead artist and program coordinator. We talked to the 
director about an extension, pointing out that although only three kids are doing this we 
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have to be paid a certain amount; do you want to spend that money for three people?'  
The artist felt the kids who were involved were really into it, and that was not enough 
kids to be really into it.  The coordinator realized this and yet did not feel she could talk 
to me about her concerns so I had to facilitate a dialogue with her in the same manner that 
we offer to do for others. There are people, who have the same mission and goals, and 
good partnerships have room for flexibility; room to say we have the same goal and I am 
not sure this is working so let’s adjust." 
 Spiral Q has almost entirely worked collaboratively in their projects whether 
developing its own infrastructure or providing goods or services.  There has been very 
little work initiated by the organization or developed independently. Therefore, 
partnership is important to the fabric of the organization and its approach towards 
establishing relationship is based on a loosely defined category system.  Clients are 
groups and individuals who engage Spiral Q to come work in their community and with 
their constituents; "I'm hiring you to come in and teach this."  An example of this would 
be their partnership with Singing City, a local performing arts ensemble who reached out 
to Spiral Q for a creative collaboration involving their puppets. Partners are people who 
are interested in working with Spiral Q because of its mission, and not just for the 
packaging. They actually want to have the dialogue around community development and 
social justice. These can make up of organizations or activist groups, who have official 
organizations or six people who gave themselves a name. Among these are a category of 
groups who are considered Allies. This is determined when Spiral Q is certain that not 
only do both of their missions line up, but both groups have shared interests and 
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intentions when working together. For example, there are community development 
corporations (CDCs) who may hire Spiral Q for a social or community agenda, and yet 
they are not necessarily allies on the same mission. Meaning that success for both 
organizations may not look the same.  
 Spiral Q approach towards partnership demonstrates its commitment to its 
mission and its beliefs. In light of the mentioned categories, there are times when the 
organization engages in all of them and then there are times when they know to draw the 
line.   Spiral Q believes that partnerships is also about having healthy conversation and 
not being too concerned with the end result, similar to the same process of art; to keep 
working on it until you like it. In other words, it isn't ruined because it isn't done. The 
partnerships that have been imploded usually happened when there wasn't clarity around 
expectation, or those which were more transactional or client based and the constituents 
did not want to have that conversation. 
 Using this approach towards collaboration has helped the organization create 
better partnerships. However, in keeping its stance on self-determination, they are also 
exploring independent programs and projects.  Spiral Q has almost entirely worked 
collaboratively whether developing its own infrastructure or providing goods or services. 
Historically there has been very little work initiated independently. Currently it does not 
have youth programs that students enroll into directly through the organization, but it 
would like to offer such programs because of it values diversity as a critical component 
across the board whether in programming, people, resources or funding. Until recently 
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Spiral Q's approach towards programming has been  "get your church or your school, or 
your whoever to do a partnership with us."  
  The organization has a paid staff and gets funding from foundations, 
corporations, and government grants, as well as individual donations, grassroots 
fundraising, and service fees from client relationships, facilitating workshops, residency, 
or consulting. According to its 2012 990 form, Spiral Q received $299,209 in 
contributions during its 2011-2012 fiscal year, in which $41,782 had come from 
government grants. The remaining of $67,870 of its revenue was earned from the services 
it provides.  In that same year there were a recorded number of 8 board members and 14 
paid employees contributing to the internal set-up of the organization in addition to 
volunteers and interns.    
 As spiral Q builds strong and equitable communities, it continues to ask questions 
like what is the fabric of a strong community.  Is it free and vibrant cultural expression?  
These principles can be summed up into four categories, in which three reflect the 
organizational process of Spiral Q:   
1. inquiry and community conversations and building community through shared reflection 
2. sparking answers through creation  
3. distributing and disseminating a corpus of work   
4. Innovation and vitality which is about the bigger framework of questioning (what is our structure, 
how are we growing, how do we model the world that we want to live in.)   
When asked whether SQ is best described more as an organization or a social 
movement, its director responded without hesitating that it is best described as a social 
movement: 
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 “When it first started it was more of a social movement, then it became an 
organization, and now that we have that infrastructure established we are intentionally 
trying to be more of a social movement again. The question is can we make that happen.” 
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 ANALYSIS  
Several other examples of radical artists organization, among them Artists 
Against Apartheid, Group Material, Carnival Knowledge, ABC no Rio, and Occupy Wall 
Street’s Arts & Labor anti-gentrification committee, have existed with similar purposes in 
mind as PAD/D, Brass Liberation, and Spiral Q. However, this ongoing approach by 
political artist groups and their fight against social issues related to gentrification has 
mostly resulted in short-live organized efforts that alleviate gentrification, but rarely 
keeping it from occurring. An example is the previously mentioned Lower East Side, 
which has been gentrified along with most of Manhattan and much of Brooklyn as of 
2014.  This analysis provides some insight into what these organizations have done, are 
doing, or could do better in order to counteract the role of the arts in causing 
gentrification. 
The representatives from the organizations interviewed in this paper saw its group 
to some extent either as a social movement or as being part of a larger social movement. 
Spiral Q in particular was identified as formerly being a social movement, and then an 
organization, and wanting to be more of a social movement again, implying that the 
infrastructure of an organization is somehow self-limiting.  Brass Liberation on the other 
hand is described as both, although its role as a social movement is more interwoven in 
its shared beliefs with other groups rather than the fabric of the organization itself. The 
factors that each representative took into consideration when answering this question is 
unknown, and the question was intentionally not asked based on any specific parameters 
in order to capture the identity of the organization based on how it sees itself. However, 
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based on Stern & Seifert’s analysis of community art groups as a whole, although 
representation of this larger community, both groups individually fall into the category as 
a social movement organization for several reasons. 
 The first feature of a social movement mentioned was "no clear relationship to 
social class or economic function".  Both groups interviewed display a crossing of several 
classes in the different communities it serves, and different types of constituents it serves, 
as well as the diversity in the makeup of its members or stakeholders. In Brass 
Liberation’s case this could be a low-class Latino community or a university community. 
In Spiral Q’s case it can be a local school, a community organizing group, or a client 
relationship with another art group in Center City Philadelphia. Therefore, this leaves no 
clear relationship to social class or economic function.  
 The second feature was "no connection to clear and overarching ideology".  Both 
groups are adverse to the role of gentrification, but neither group share the same ideology 
concerning the issue. Brass Liberation clearly states in its mission that it is a part of an 
anti-gentrification movement, while Spiral Q is more concerned directly with the 
negative impact of gentrification on the communities while open to some of its positive 
features so as long as displacement is not a factor. This is despite the fact that it can be 
argued that displacement is always a factor.  While the vision of each group is clear in its 
intolerance towards injustice related to social issues including gentrification, they do not 
share a clear and overarching ideology.  
The third feature is that "they highlight a “new” or formerly weak dimension of 
identity". In the case of both groups this appears to be the result of a mixed identity or a 
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collaboration of identities. This is observed in Brass Liberation’s role as a performing arts 
band with a prominent anti-gentrification statement and Spiral Q’s role as a puppet 
theatre building an urban arts democracy on principles like accessibility, inclusion, and 
self-determination.  
The fourth feature is that "the relationship of individual and collective is blurred".  
Both organizations demonstrate a blur in individual and collective ownership as 
stakeholders consist of a wide array of constituents despite hierarchal formation of 
leadership and organization or lack thereof as in the case of the band.  Similarly, the fifth 
feature is that "they connect to a personal or intimate aspect of life" This is observed by 
how both representatives of each organization integrated their group’s artistic offering 
into basic components of life. Spiral Q’s director specifically identified its organizational 
process along the same lines as creating art. 
The last feature is "radical mobilization tactics, related to breakdown in 
legitimacy of established parties, and segmented, diffuse, and decentralized 
organizations". Despite  Stern & Seifert’s leaving radical mobilization tactics out as a 
feature of the organizations they studied, in the case of the organizations in this paper, 
radical mobilization is an aspect of who they are, especially in the manner of protesting 
and parades. Each can be identified as segmented, diffused, and decentralized in the 
makeup of it internal structure. PAD/D members heavily mobilized against many causes 
in their lifetime, including the Real Estate Show and Not for Sale movements. However, 
its mobilization was heavily membership based, with member artists mobilizing primarily 
on behalf of the community rather than along with them. In fact, its community was one 
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audience base for its protests, with the city and developers being another. In its efforts it 
did provide voter registration as one means to build allies, create open dialogue, and 
encourage outside involvement. However, the group was mostly independent as well as 
self-serving as demonstrated in the distribution of its magazine and its Second Sunday 
series for its membership. Likewise, Brass Liberation Orchestra also mobilized without 
any direct relationship to its communities but rather serves a constituency of partners 
leading such efforts who directly engage the community in mobilization instead.  In other 
words, they do not coordinate mobilization efforts but joins them. This indirect 
relationship towards engaging the community also explains why the idea of self-
determination is not built into the DNA of the group despite its stance on gentrification 
and other social causes.  
Contradicting both of these roles, Spiral Q does not mobilize dependently or 
independently but is entirely interdependent in its mobilization with other community 
groups. Spiral Q purposely seeks to mobilize with the community, inasmuch that its 
community has yet to fully understand the interest of the organization and its role in 
helping to build the community when it appears to be an art organization but presents 
itself at times as a social movement organization. Its role is relatively skewed, if not 
unknown, in the community it serves as being another fun arts group that serves kids in 
the neighborhood, as oppose to facilitating healthy dialogue, endorsing self-
determination, helping build communities, and assisting with mobilization against 
gentrification.  
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The role of the latter two groups in mobilization is more obscure than the first, 
especially with consideration to challenging gentrification, which is a very personal issue. 
The Brass Liberation representative confessed its band’s racial makeup is not always a 
reflection of the communities it serves, but did suggest band diversity is slowly 
improving. Likewise, Spiral Q still struggles educating the community that surrounds its 
physical location on who they are and what they do.  Contrarily, PAD/D members were 
right in the middle of the community issue with gentrification as it threatened the homes 
and studios of its members. Nonetheless, each approach is fundamental and effective for 
creating awareness for challenging gentrification, while none have yet to demonstrate any 
long-term effect on offsetting the possibility of gentrification entirely from the 
neighborhoods they serve.  
While I have demonstrated how these organizations all fall under the umbrella of 
social movement organizations, there are some additional factors I observed in my 
research and interviews that identify the role of art organizations in their success towards 
challenging gentrification. One particular factor is the role of the artist and artistic 
activity within the organization.  As previously mentioned, Cleveland argued that art-
based community development organizations perform at their best when the role of the 
artists does not get lost into the role of an administrator. Yet in this paper the claim 
appears to be accurate only in the case when the mission of the organization aligns with 
the creative processes of the organization. Otherwise, the opposite appears to be true, the 
creative preference of the artists overwhelms the administrative operations of the 
organization.  I observed this as a factor that affected the outcome of PAD/D.  Creativity 
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played a major role in its prioritization of art and mobilization as methods for advocacy 
inasmuch that it had abandoned its primary reason for existing, which was archiving 
political artwork. On the up side, its mobilization efforts remained art based, and highly 
influenced by the efforts of its members as artist and not artist trying to do something 
else.  Yet as the organization catered to the preference of the majority of its membership, 
it’s still underdeveloped infrastructure became exhausted by its social activities.  As a 
result, the conflict between the creative desires of the artists and the administrative needs 
to sustain the mission of the organization was gradually destructive. 
 However, in organizations that require an individual to function as both, it is 
possible for a person to lean more into their role as an artist and still function as an 
administrator when the organization's mission properly intertwines both. I observed this 
in the case of Brass Liberation, in which the band's commitment to function lightly as an 
organization and much more as an actual band demonstrates this same commitment to its 
art as with PAD/D.  The exception is that the creative aspect of the organization; its 
music, practically sustains the interest of its members and constituents as the vehicle for 
pursuing its mission.  The band is able to function more loosely administratively, so as 
long its most basic management requirements are addressed; space to perform, 
fundraising for equipment, establishing strong partnerships, etc.  Those requirements are 
directly tied to the success of its performances and its mission which make them difficult 
to avoid. Likewise, as a result of its diffused leadership, no one person is directly tied to 
the band’s internal functioning, but rather all are committed to contributing so the band 
can realize its vision. In fact, any form of governance is virtually nonexistent in the 
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band’s philosophy except agreeing that everyone has an equal voice and an equal part in 
the band’s decision making. In this manner creativity dominates administration but still 
supports it.  The downside of this philosophy is that an organization that wishes to 
assume a similar model may find that its partnerships and fundraising possibilities would 
be limited by its informal operations. Without a stronger substructure, the organization 
would be unable to further develop into a non-profit entity and enjoy the benefits that 
come with 501(c) (3) status. 
 On the other end of the rope, Spiral Q appears to have lessened its emphasis on 
its art form. For example, the organization desires to drop the mention of theater from its 
name to be better known for its role in facilitating community dialogue rather than its 
puppet art. However, the role of creativity does still exist in its mission and 
programming. It does not emphasize its art but still incorporates it in the philosophy of its 
organization, for instance, when teaching groups how to facilitate healthy conversation, 
and in its community building efforts.  By functioning administratively as an 501(c) (3) 
organization and yet relying on its creative processes to govern its mission, Spiral Q 
integrates both components of creativity and administration in a manner in which one 
does not overcome the other. As a result its mission is not threatened by its art or creative 
preferences, and its mission and administrative goals is not prioritized over its creativity. 
Instead its art is interwoven into its organizational process and the process itself is a 
reflection of the process of creating art. This can also be perceived as a conflict of interest 
that may contribute to the criticism it receives questioning whether or not it is an art 
organization. This criticism however should not discourage organizations who play a role 
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in challenging gentrification but should further challenge them to create the perfect 
balance essential to fulfilling its mission.  As artists, art organizations can serve its 
constituents better by positioning its art and administrative processes to prioritize its 
mission rather than have them conflict with one another. Brass Liberation's model in how 
the role of its music seamlessly integrates into its mission is the better example of this. 
However, some administrative structure and internal policy needs to be enforced and 
maintained in order for the organization to have the capacity to support its various 
creative activities and not lose focus on its mission as demonstrated in the case of 
PAD/D.  
Another contributing factor to the role these organizations play when challenging 
gentrification is the level of importance placed on relationships. As with personalities, 
two type of extremes can be observed in these organizations: either their principles are 
task-oriented (what needs to be done) or people oriented (who needs to be served).  Such 
intentions are demonstrated in the manner in which relationships are valued in 
comparison to the importance of accomplishing its goals.  The overview on PAD/D anti-
gentrification committee demonstrated a focused strategy for combatting gentrification 
that included protesting, planning, and a strong internal functioning aimed towards 
engaging its audience of residents and local artists as allies. In this manner, its interest in 
people and planning was a blended interest, but more prioritized around its artists. Its 
implementation of themed art movements as a social force appeared to have strongly 
resonated with its community of member artists despite no particular ties to any 
overarching political ideologies. Inasmuch, as mentioned, it had taken over the focus of 
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the organization. In an organization focused on accomplishing goals directly related to its 
mission, this would have been unable to happen. Its leaders would have been determined 
to direct the members back to its mission. PAD/D’s democratic set-up and commitment 
to the interest of its members overpowered its commitment to the role of its mission. 
Once it realized the power of influence individual artists had in redirecting the group 
away from its goals, it tried to fix this by limiting its membership to those members 
already involved in projects and committees at the time of its decision. This dramatic 
change from open membership to closed membership was so contradictive to the 
inclusive origins of the organization that it clearly was a result of a weak substructure 
trying to support and serve a community that had out grown it. PAD/D had failed to 
reconcile artistic and creative priorities with its administrative responsibilities. Eventually 
both elements of the organization were weakened by this strain until the organization 
closed. 
Similarly, as shown in its diffused leadership, Brass Liberation focuses on its 
beliefs and the role of its individual members in advancing those beliefs, inasmuch its 
relationship with people, including its partners is valued chiefly in relation to shared 
vision and mission for its community. Therefore, it also leans more towards prioritizing 
people as long as the people they seek to engage fit into the way it operates and the 
reason its operates. As a result, it is unlikely that the organization will cultivate a 
relationship that does not resonate with its beliefs or accept funding or gigs from sources 
not committed to the same cause as stated in their mission.  
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Contrarily, Spiral Q’s establishment as an organized structure with hierarchal 
leadership and community stake hold from its strong connection with people, helps 
supports its diverse involvement of people from within the organization, the community, 
and outside support form advocates and funders. It manages and values these 
relationships differently from each other, using its client, partners, and allies formula to 
create a clear function for each relationship to the extent of shared values. Only in the 
case where there are not any shared values or practical connection that relationships are 
likely to end. As a result, its identity can be diffused among a broad base of constituents 
without neglecting its mission and while maintaining a structural order to its organizing. 
This also allows the organization to accept funding and support that Brass 
Liberation is likely to refuse due to the organization's direct approach for defining 
partnership and its versatile strategies for building support. These findings demonstrate 
the strong value of its people as a distinguishing factor for these organizations and the 
slightest neglect of this factor can threaten the existence of these organizations. However, 
neglecting to build solid structure overtime based on strategic planning and organization 
presents the same threat. This is especially true as projects and programs build up, as 
demonstrated with PAD/D, such neglect can be one reason for why groups like these can 
suddenly collapse after many years of existing. It appears the best approach for an 
organization is to prioritize people in the process of achieving its goals.  
 
 This modified picture of art organizations as social movement 
organizations changes the model of success for such groups in comparison to their 
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traditional counterparts, who are more likely to cause gentrification rather than challenge 
it. However, it does not remove these groups from under the classification of art based 
community organizations as defined in Cleveland’s model as contributing to the 
sustained advancement of human dignity, which is displayed in self-determination, and 
productivity, which is displayed in mobilization. Though the success of these 
organizations could be measured differently education, mobilization, cultivating 
community, and building community are active roles assumed by both. Therefore, if I 
were to assume a model of infrastructure as far as the role this organization play in 
challenging gentrification as art movements it is likely to is a hybrid of informally 
ordered structure functioning under at least one of the four components presented by 
Cleveland, and the social movement characteristics presented. However, with respect to 
the organizations presented, a healthy model would also require prioritizing people over 
structure, using art to prioritize mission, and some variety of mobilization as best 
incorporated into the organization’s mission.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 
Organizations and art groups who focalize their mission around gentrification and 
related social injustice have been perceived as irrational and informal social movements 
due to their lack of organizational infrastructure and decentralized operations, inasmuch 
that their success is best measured by qualitative values such as their impact on people 
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and community rather than the former. While conceptually they are social movements, 
this is not a separate identity but rather an extension of their role as loosely, but 
strategically organized art-based community development movements who at their best 
are able to use art to prioritize their mission, maintain structure as a solid foundation for 
prioritizing the people it serves, and incorporate mobilization as a tool for advancing its 
efforts against gentrification and related social injustice in a manner that corresponds best 
with its capacity and its mission.   
The organizations reviewed in this paper provide a variety of perspective of their 
role in how each utilize creativity, value people, and incorporate mobilization in relation 
to their social impact on community and their internal infrastructure for doing so. After 
providing definitions of two categories these groups would fall into, I began this paper 
asking whether they are art-based community organizations or social movement 
organizations.  Following this question I analyzed each organization based on the strategy 
of their approach as to favoring creativity over management, relationship with people 
over its goals, and their method of mobilization in their communities as dependent, 
independent, or interdependent. Lastly, I further evaluated the research question 
presented by elaborating the reasoning for each organization being classified as a social 
movement but without failing to function as an organization.   
As this paper only provided perspective into the role of these particular 
organizations, further research is require to measure impact and success of these groups 
on a larger scale. It is also important to point out that the components I use to define these 
organizations are limited and there are additional components of an organization that 
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could also be studied to draw conclusions upon. A better understanding of the role these 
organizations play is a first step towards studying these groups, but should not be the last. 
Furthermore, this paper also opens the door for further exploration into the idea of 
developing the role of artists and organizations in averting displacement, when faced with 
the threat of gentrification; a demographic in the arts that remains largely overlooked and 
understudied. 
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